
UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT  
FOR THE WESTERN DISTRICT OF PENNSYLVANIA 

DEBORAH MCMANUS, 

Plaintiff, 

v. 

CENTER FOR VICTIMS, 

Defendant. 

Civil Action No.:   2:19-CV-890

JURY TRIAL DEMANDED 

COMPLAINT 

Plaintiff Deborah McManus, by her attorneys, Stember Cohn & Davidson-Welling, LLC, 

brings this Complaint against Defendant Center for Victims, and alleges in support: 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Plaintiff Deborah McManus (“McManus” or Plaintiff) brings this action against

Defendant, the Center for Victims (the “Center” or “Defendant) because it: (i) fired her after 

42 years of work due to her disability; and (ii) retaliated against her when she sought 

continuation of a long-standing reasonable accommodation.  These claims are brought under the 

Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, 42 U.S.C. §§ 12101, et seq. (“ADA”), and the 

Pennsylvania Human Relations Act, 43 P.S. §§ 951, et seq. (“PHRA”).  

PARTIES 

2. McManus is a 64-year old resident of Allegheny County, Pennsylvania.

3. The Center is a non-profit corporation organized under the laws of Pennsylvania,

with its principal place of business at 3433 East Carson Street, Suite 300, Pittsburgh, PA 15203.  
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At all relevant times, the Center employed more than 15 full-time employees and was McManus’ 

“Employer” under the ADA and the PHRA. 

JURISDICTION AND VENUE 
 

4. This Court has jurisdiction over Plaintiff’s federal law claims pursuant to 28 U.S.C. 

§ 1331, and supplemental jurisdiction over her related state law claims under 28 U.S.C. § 1367. 

5. Venue in this Court is proper under 28 U.S.C. § 1391, as the facts and events that 

give rise to these causes of action occurred in, and the Center is headquartered in, the Western 

District of Pennsylvania.   

FACTS 
 

6. According to its website, the Center of Victims “is a community based nonprofit 

organization and the largest, most comprehensive, inclusive provider of services, advocacy, and 

education for victims of all crime in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.” 

7. In 1976, the Center hired Deborah McManus. 

8. For the next 42 years, McManus worked for the Center until she was fired on 

February 2, 2018. 

9. In her early years at the Center McManus worked as a Victim Advocate, 

providing assistance, counseling and advocacy to victims of violence and abuse. 

10. Since about 1996, McManus’ primary role at the Center was to secure and 

maintain funding from various sources, under the title of “Grants & Contracts Manager.” 

11. In July 2010, McManus was seriously injured in an auto accident, suffered a 

concussion as a result, and was diagnosed with Post-Concussion Syndrome and vestibular nerve 

damage. 
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12. Due to injuries from the accident, McManus was almost entirely unable to work 

for several months. 

13. As a result of injuries from the 2010 accident, McManus has been substantially 

limited in several respects. Her vision, ability to walk and maintain balance have been impaired, 

she has dizzy spells and she is sensitive to light, visual stimuli, and noise.  She is easily fatigued, 

and extended periods of focus or stress can trigger migraines or anxiety attacks.  

14. McManus suffers from migraines and dizzy spells, at least once or twice a week 

and often more frequently. Her migraines are excruciatingly painful and debilitating, and often 

render her non-functional for the day and sometimes longer. Relief, if any, comes only from 

medication and secluding herself in a quiet, dark room. Any noise, light, or smell will cause her 

significant pain.  

15. These conditions substantially limit McManus in several major life activities, 

including her ability to see, concentrate, sleep, and work.  

16. After several months recovering from the auto accident, McManus returned to 

full-time work at the Center.  

17. Upon return, Stephanie Walsh (“Walsh”), then-President of the Center, authorized 

reasonable accommodations that enabled McManus to work.  

18. More specifically, Walsh and the Center permitted McManus to work from home 

(“telecommute”) when her condition prevented her from working on-site or when she required a 

quiet workspace where she could concentrate, and provided her with a flexible schedule, which 

allowed McManus to work, as needed, outside normal business hours. 

19. For the next eight years, McManus worked, as needed, from home and/or outside 

normal business hours: (i) when she experienced a migraine; (ii) after vestibular or eye therapy, 
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which affected her ability to focus and often triggered migraines; and (iii) when she experienced 

vestibular problems, such as dizzy spells or visual difficulties that interfered with work. 

20. Since the 2010 accident, however, McManus did not work exclusively from home 

or outside normal business hours; to the contrary, the vast majority of her work since 2010 was 

performed at the Center, during normal hours. 

21. Throughout her employment at the Center, both before and after the 2010 

accident, McManus consistently received positive performance reviews. 

22. In July 2012, when the Center merged with Womansplace, Inc., Laurie 

MacDonald (“MacDonald”) became its new CEO/President.   

23. For the first two years after she became President, MacDonald neither questioned 

nor challenged the accommodations the Center had been providing to McManus since 2010. 

24. In 2014, MacDonald began to raise questions about these accommodations. 

25. Among other things, MacDonald suggested that Plaintiff should schedule days 

she needed to work remotely ahead of time.  

26. McManus could, and did, schedule remote work ahead of time when she had to 

work on a project that called for extended concentration, and thus required a quiet workspace.  

27. However, requiring McManus to schedule all remote work in advance was 

facially unreasonable, as McManus explained, since she could not predict the occurrence of a 

migraine or other problem that triggered a need to work remotely.   

28. On or about June 3, 2014, MacDonald sent McManus a memo, putting McManus 

on “probationary” status “[d]ue to recent departmental and personal health concerns.”  
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29. MacDonald’s 90-day probationary memo also directed that McManus “must be 

physically present in the office Monday–Thursday 9-3” and that “2 hours can be added [sic] each 

of these days before or after these hours to ensure a complete work week.”  

30. McManus explained that, due to her disability, she still needed to work remotely 

at times, and to adjust her schedule as needed, as she had done since 2010.  

31. MacDonald never contended that McManus’ duties required that she (McManus) 

must work only in the office and schedule all telecommuting days in advance.  

32. Rather, MacDonald complained about these accommodations were “not fair to the 

other employees.”  

33. In fact, several other Center employees, including MacDonald, regularly worked 

from home, not as an accommodation for a disability, but for personal convenience.  

34. Later 2014 (or in early 2015), when McManus asked about her probationary 

period, MacDonald told her, “Everything is good and you finished that a while ago.”  

35. At or around that time, McDonald assured McManus that she would be getting a 

nice pay increase, and she did in fact receive a $5,000 annual increase.   

36. Thereafter, McManus continued to work remotely, or outside of normal business 

hours, when necessitated by her condition.  

37. During this time, McManus continued to successfully perform her duties; in fact, 

from 2012 to until termination, McManus increased the Center’s government funding by more 

than 250%.  

38. In or around September 2017, MacDonald again objected to McManus’ remote 

work.  
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39. Again, McManus explained her need for this accommodation, especially at that 

time, when her doctors were adjusting her medications to try to find the most effective dosages. 

40. In reply, MacDonald snapped, “Fine, we’ll just keep it as it is,” and abruptly left.  

41. From September 2017 to February 2018, MacDonald became increasingly hostile 

towards McManus, often belittling her in front of staff.  

42. However, during this same six-month period—September 2017 to February 2018 

—MacDonald never discussed or raised the accommodations issue with McManus. 

43. On February 2, 2018, McManus was absent from work due to a viral infection.  

44. That same morning, MacDonald left McManus a voicemail, asking McManus to 

return her call. As MacDonald told McManus: 

Look, I know you’re sick, but we need to talk. We’ve talked about 
this before. It’s not fair to the other workers for you to work from 
home. You’re going to have to go on disability, go on contract, or 
retire. If you retire, we’ll throw you a big party. Dani will be in 
touch. But it can’t continue like this. 
 

45. The same day, MacDonald sent McManus a letter, “to confirm that [the Center] 

has eliminated your position effective February 2, 2018.” 

46. After 42 years of dedicated work for the Center and the victims it serves, 

MacDonald unilaterally ended the long-standing (eight year) accommodation and, without 

attempting to engage in an interactive process or explore alternatives, summarily fired McManus. 

47.  The Center intentionally discriminated against McManus by refusing to 

accommodate her disability, by terminating her because of her disability, and in retaliation 

because she sought to continue the Center’s long-standing accommodation.   
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48. As a result of the Center’s discrimination, McManus has suffered, and will 

continue to suffer, a substantial loss of earnings, including, but not limited to, back and front pay, 

benefits, and other emoluments of employment.   

49. As a direct and proximate cause of the Center’s discrimination, McManus has 

experienced significant distress and emotional trauma.   

50. Defendant acted willfully and in reckless disregard of McManus’ rights under the 

ADA and the PHRA by denying her reasonable accommodations and failing to engage in the 

interactive process, and by discharging her due to her disability and in retaliation for seeking to 

continue the Center’s longstanding accommodations. 

EXHAUSTION OF ADMINISTRATIVE REMEDIES 
 

51. On June 14, 2018, McManus timely filed a Charge of Discrimination with the 

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (“EEOC”), which was dual-filed with the 

Pennsylvania Human Relations Commission (“PHRC”).   

52. The EEOC issued a Notice of Right to Sue on April 29, 2019, which was received 

by McManus on May 1, 2019. 

53.  It has been more than a year McManus’ Charge was dual-filed with the PHRC. 

54. McManus has exhausted her federal and state administrative remedies. 

COUNT I — VIOLATION OF THE AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES ACT (“ADA”) 
(Failure to Accommodate)  

55. The foregoing paragraphs are incorporated by reference. 

56. McManus sought, and the Center knew of her need for, the above-described 

accommodations due to her disabilities.  
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57. In fact, the Center, reasonably accommodated McManus from 2010 until 

February 2, 2018, when it unilaterally ended these accommodations without any attempt to 

initiate the interactive process or explore alternatives, and terminated McManus.   

58. The Center could have continued the long-standing accommodations without 

undue hardship, but it refused to do so.  

59. As a result of above described actions, Defendant violated the ADA, causing 

Plaintiff to suffer damages. 

COUNT II — VIOLATION OF THE AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES ACT 
(Retaliation) 

60. The foregoing paragraphs are incorporated by reference.    

61. McManus sought the above-described accommodations from the Center due to 

her disabilities.   

62. Seeking a disability accommodation is “protected activity” under the ADA.   

63. The Center terminated McManus, in whole or in part, because she sought to 

continue her long-standing reasonable accommodations.   

64. As a result of the above-described actions, the Center violated the ADA, causing 

Plaintiff to suffer damages. 

COUNT III — VIOLATION OF THE AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES ACT 
(Disability Discrimination) 

65. The foregoing paragraphs are incorporated by reference. 

66. At all relevant times, the Center was McManus’ “employer” under the ADA. 

67. McManus is an individual with a disability under the ADA due to medical 

conditions that substantially limit one or more major life activities (e.g. work, sight, walking). 

68. The Center regarded McManus as disabled, and she had a record of having a 

disability.   
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69. McManus’ medical condition made her a qualified individual with a disability 

under the ADA, as she can perform the essential functions of her job with or without reasonable 

accommodation.  

70. The Center discriminated against McManus by firing her, in whole or in part, due 

to her disability and in retaliation for seeking to continue her long-standing accommodations.     

71. As a result of the above described actions, the Center violated the ADA, causing 

Plaintiff to suffer damages. 

COUNT IV — VIOLATION OF PENNSYLVANIA HUMAN RELATIONS ACT 
(Disability Discrimination)  

 
72. The foregoing paragraphs are incorporated by reference. 

73. At all relevant times, Defendant was McManus’ “Employer” under the PHRA. 

74. McManus’ medical conditions rendered her an individual with a disability under 

the PHRA, in that she suffers from medical conditions that substantially limit one or more major 

life activities. 

75. McManus was “regarded as” as disabled by the Center, and had a record of 

having a disability.   

76. McManus’ medical conditions made her a qualified individual with a disability 

under the PHRA, because she was able to perform the essential functions of her position, with or 

without a reasonable accommodation.  

77. The Center discriminated against Plaintiff by terminating her, in whole or in part, 

due to of her disability, because she had a record of having a disability, and/or because the 

Center regarded her as disabled.     

78. As a result of the above actions, the Center violated the PHRA, causing Plaintiff 

to suffer damages.   
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COUNT V — VIOLATION OF PENNSYLVANIA HUMAN RELATIONS ACT 
(Failure to Accommodate)  

 
79. The foregoing paragraphs are incorporated by reference. 

80. McManus sought, and the Center knew of her need for, the above-described 

accommodations due to her disabilities. 

81. In fact, the Center reasonably accommodated McManus for eight years, from 

2010 to 2018, without undue hardship, until it decided unilaterally to discontinue those 

accommodations, without attempting to initiate the interactive process or explore alternatives, 

and terminate McManus.  

82. As a result of the above actions, the Center violated the PHRA, causing Plaintiff 

to suffer damages.   

COUNT VI — VIOLATION OF PENNSYLVANIA HUMAN RELATIONS ACT 
(Retaliation)  

 
83. The foregoing paragraphs are incorporated by reference. 

84. McManus sought the above-described accommodations from the Center due to 

her disabilities.   

85. Seeking a disability accommodation is “protected activity” under the PHRA.   

86. The Center terminated McManus, in whole or in part, because she continued to 

seek reasonable accommodations.   

87. As a result of the above described actions, the Center violated the PHRA, causing 

Plaintiff to suffer damages.   

PRAYER FOR RELIEF 

WHEREFORE, McManus respectfully requests that the Court assume jurisdiction of her 

claims, find in her favor on all counts, enter judgment on her behalf, and award her: 
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a) Back and front pay, lost benefits and emoluments of employment in order to make 
her whole as if the discharge had not occurred; 

 
b) General, consequential, and compensatory damages; 

 
c) Liquidated damages; 
 
d) Punitive damages; 

 
e) Medical and related expenses; 
 
f) Interest and costs of this action; 
 
g) Reasonable attorneys’ fees; and  
 
h) Any other relief that the Court considers proper. 

 
 
 
 
Dated: July 23, 2019 

Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
/s/John Stember 

 John Stember, Esquire 
PA I.D. No. 23643 
jstember@stembercohn.com  
Vincent J. Mersich, Esquire 
PA ID No. 310971   
vmersich@stembercohn.com    
STEMBER COHN & 
 DAVIDSON-WELLING, LLC 
The Hartley Rose Building 
425 First Avenue, 7th Floor 
Pittsburgh, PA  15219 
T.:  (412) 338-1445 
F.:  (412) 338-1446  
 
Attorneys for Plaintiff 
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CENTER FOR VICTIMS,  
 
   Defendant. 
  

Civil Action No.:   
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Dated: July 23, 2019 

Respectfully submitted, 
 
 
/s/John Stember 
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